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With the attention of most of the world focused on the US-British war against Iraq, US involvement
in Colombia is increasing under the radar of public opinion. Three US contract employees have
been held by the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) since Feb. 13, and two
other US planes have gone down, killing four more US contract employees. Meanwhile, the
administration of US President George W. Bush is rewarding Colombian President Alvaro Uribe
Velez for his support in the Iraq war with more military funding. The US has given Colombia about
US$2 billion, mostly in military aid, since 2001. The 2003 budget recently passed by Congress adds
another US$500 million, an increase of more than US$100 million over 2002, and the administration
has asked for another US$700 million for 2004. This aid has been expanded to include not only
counternarcotics efforts but also counterinsurgency measures. Colombia was the only South
American country to support the war against Iraq. Uribe received strong public criticism for his
stand from other politicians, the major newspapers, the Catholic Church, and from citizens groups.
Large protests against the war have taken place in major cities in Colombia. President Bush included
Colombia among the beneficiaries of his requested US$74.7 billion supplemental appropriations
bill, a first payment for the war. Bush did not specify exactly how much was to go to Colombia,
but Colombian government sources said it would be around US$105 million and was in addition
to previous requests. In Bogota, Defense Minister Martha Lucia Ramirez reacted strongly when
asked whether the new aid was a reward for President Uribe's support for Bush's war against
Iraq. "In no way was this a payoff," said Ramirez in a TV interview. "This US$100 million has
been in the works for three months." She said to imply anything else showed a lack of respect
for the two governments. Foreign Minister Carolina Barco saw the new funding differently. On
April 2, Colombian daily El Tiempo reported that Barco said Colombia expected help from the US
as compensation for its support for the war on Iraq. Barco said that Colombia's participation in
the "coalition" would strengthen its international standing and its ability to obtain allies to help
defeat the armed groups in the country. Search for missing US contract pilots so far unsuccessful
For the last two months, about 7,000 Colombian soldiers and dozens of US military personnel
and FBI investigators at a cost of more than US$500,000 a week have been searching the southern
jungles of Colombia in an attempt to find three US captives being held by the FARC after their
Cessna 208 went down Feb. 13 (see NotiSur, 2003-02-28). The three work for California Microwave
Systems, a unit of Northrop Grumman that provides surveillance systems for the US military. Many
private military companies are involved in US operations in Colombia, including Airscan, Northrop
Grumman, and DynCorp. They receive up to US$1.2 billion a year from the Pentagon and the State
Department to fly the planes that spray suspected coca fields and to monitor smugglers from remote
radar sites, said Peter W. Singer of the Brookings Institution. The US government sent additional
US military and civilian officials to Colombia after the crash. The number of US military personnel
in Colombia is now reportedly 411, the highest number yet stationed there. But US officials say the
increased US participation is likely to last only as long as the US people are missing. The FARC
says the three are CIA personnel and calls them prisoners of war. They have said they want to
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trade the three men for rebels being held in government prisons. About 500 FARC members are
in Colombia prisons. The FARC holds 48 members of the Colombian military, 23 politicians, and
the three US citizens. On March 3, the FARC said it would never negotiate an exchange with the
US government, but would only negotiate with the Colombian government, since there are no
FARC rebels in US jails. "The causes and consequences of the internal conflict of our country will
be resolved among Colombians," the FARC statement said. Rescue attempt results in second crash
Three other US contract employees were killed on March 25 when their Cessna 208 crashed into a
mountainside shortly after taking off from Larandia military base in the department of Caqueta as
part of the massive hunt for the US captives. US Embassy spokesman Gerald McLoughlin said it was
not immediately clear what caused the crash. "The Cessna 208 crashed in Caqueta near Larandia,"
McLoughlin said. "Three Americans were on board." The fifth US victim of the Colombian conflict
so far this year was another US pilot who was killed April 14 when his plane crashed while on a
drug-eradication mission in the southwestern department of Narino. A US Embassy official said
the civilian contractor, with no one else aboard, was piloting a State Department T-65 air tractor
when it went down near the city of Pasto. The plane was spraying opium-poppy fields. The official
said it was not clear whether the plane was shot down by rebels or crashed accidentally. "The
pilot was an American citizen, and he's dead," he said. "We don't know the cause [of the crash]."
Colombian Gen. Paolo Rodriguez, commander of the army's 3rd Brigade, which has jurisdiction
over Narino, called the crash an accident. Complaints about planes Two US pilots who also flew
the Cessna 208 single-engine planes warned late last year that the aircraft should be replaced, US
officials confirmed on March 27. The pilots said the aircraft did not have enough power to maneuver
over mountainous terrain. In letters sent to their employer in November and December, the pilots
called for an "increase in the safety margin" and suggested the use of the two-engine Beech King
Air 300, a US official familiar with the letters said. After the second crash, State Department officials
grounded the Cessnas until they were ruled safe. After an inspection, the planes were cleared
for flight. The T-65 that crashed also has a single engine. The recent troubles prompted two US
congressional representatives to propose legislation that would limit US involvement in Colombia.
"That is exactly the kind of situation that I was concerned about," said Rep. Jan Schakowsky (D-
IL), after the three US contract pilots were captured. "There's a great lack of transparency when
you contract out, yet if something happens, we're supposed to use our military to go in and rescue
them and get involved in other conflicts." Schakowsky said she would reintroduce a bill barring
the US from using private contractors in Colombia. Jim McGovern (D-MA) called on Congress to
remove military financing for Colombia from the bill for funding the war against Iraq submitted
by the Bush administration. US future in Colombia unclear The Bush administration has said
Colombia will have to bear more of the military and financial burden of fighting its guerrilla war.
US officials have used the words "exit strategy" and "endgame" during recent visits here to describe
Washington's desire to do less in Colombia even as President Alvaro Uribe seeks more US help.
"We're not looking to put more people in here," said Marc Grossman, US undersecretary of state
for political affairs, during a news conference March 5 in Bogota. "This is a Colombian problem that
the Colombians will have to solve." Although US officials have refused to rule out the participation
of a small number of Special Forces in a rescue operation, US troops here are otherwise limited
to working in training and intelligence. But Colombian analysts say a rescue operation would
present significant difficulties. The plane crashed in dense jungle territory that is home to the FARC,
which would make local villagers unlikely to cooperate in the rescue of three "gringo intelligence
operatives." "I don't think a rescue effort is possible in the short term," said Leon Valencia, a former
commander of the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) who is now a political analyst. On March
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18, the US Defense Department offered Colombians more than US$330,000 and a visa to the US for
information leading to the rescue of the three government contractors. The reward was published
in the Colombian news media and printed on 500,000 pamphlets, to be dropped in the area of the
crash site. "I'm not going to say that the search mission isn't going anywhere," a US Embassy official
said. "But this is a way to get people to voluntarily assist us." He said the US Defense Department
is providing the money for the reward. Attention diverted from Colombia On March 31, Colombian
human rights lawyer Alirio Uribe Munoz said the war on Iraq was drawing attention away from
other conflicts, such as those in Palestine or Colombia. Uribe Munoz is winner of this year's Martin
Ennals Award for Human Rights Defenders, which is granted by ten of the world's leading human
rights organizations. He was given the prize at a ceremony in Geneva by UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello, during the annual sessions of the UN Commission on Human
Rights (UNCHR). Uribe Munoz drew a parallel between the situation in Iraq since the US-British
invasion and the case of Colombia. "A crime of aggression against the Iraqi people is taking place in
an unjust and illegal war in the Middle East where all kinds of crimes are being perpetrated in name
of the fight against terrorism," said Uribe Munoz, president of the Jose Alvear Restrepo Lawyers
Collective, one of Colombia's most active human rights groups. Meanwhile, he said, the same
arguments are used in Colombia "to destroy the last vestiges of the rule of law and cut down civil
liberties as the war worsens, with increasing US involvement." Uribe Munoz said the military attack
on Iraq could distract the international community's attention from Colombia for several months,
which would bring further deterioration of the human rights situation there. [Sources: Fortune.com,
03/03/03; The Economist, 03/06/03; The Christian Science Monitor, 03/07/03; Spanish news service
EFE, 03/12/03; The New York Times, 03/28/03; Inter Press Service, 03/31/03; The Washington Post,
03/09/03, 04/03/03; Reuters, 03/03/03, 03/05/03, 03/19/03, 03/26/03, 04/07/03; Notimex, 03/03/03,
03/13/03, 03/31/03, 04/02/03, 04/07/03; Associated Press, 03/19/03, 03/26/03, 04/07/03; BBC News,
03/26/03, 04/07/03; The Miami Herald, 02/27/03, 03/06/03, 04/08/03; Los Angeles Times, 04/08/03]
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